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THE HEBEEW SYNONYMS Vpl AND tm 

By Rev. Philip A. Nordell, 

New London, Conn. 



The difference in meaning in these verbs is so slight that they are generally 
used indiscriminately to express the idea of seeking or searching. The primary 
meaning of Cp3 seems to be to cleave, with the purpose of penetrating a thing to 
ascertain its contents. It does not designate a searching with the hands, i. e., a 
feeling, groping after something, as the habit of the blind is, which idea is ex- 
pressed by B'tS'jl, tlftlfD, or iJ'fin (i»iha<j>au). On the contrary, it presupposes the 
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power and use of vision, viz., to look into a thing, or to look after something not in 
sight, hence to seek. JJJ*n reaches a similar idea of seeking from the primary 
meaning of rubbing, or wearing off the surface, and so of penetrating, breaking in, 
for the purpose of finding something. 

From their common relation to material things (" The asses which thou went- 
est to seek," J^M 1 ?, 1 Sam. x., 2; "And Moses diligently sought, {Jf")^ {J?'*n, 
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the goat," Lev. x., 16), both words pass into higher spiritual relationships; but, 
while still almost parallel in meaning, we perceive a tendency to differentiation. 
{J>T"| develops a spiritual meaning more frequently and profoundly than {J'pi- 
The latter even in its higher application to prayer or supplication, whether offered 
to an earthly monarch (Esther iv., 8 ; Neh. n., 4), or to God (Ezra Tin., 23), looks 
more to the external act, while the former looks more to the internal state or atti- 
tude of the suppliant. Cp3i accordingly, is used in the common phrase to seek 
the face of Jehovah, a theocratic expression for appearing before him in his temple, 
the place where his " face " or presence is revealed, and where he enters into in- 
tercourse with his people (Ps. xxrv., 6; xxvn., 8, etc.). In the simpler phrase, 
mn ,_ nN l&p^? to see k *^ e Lord, this term still preserves its outward, theocratic 
aspect toward the worship centering in Jerusalem, as in 2 Chron. xi., 16, " Such 
as set their hearts to seek the Lord God of Israel came to Jerusalem to sacrifice ;" 
xx., 4, " Out of all the cities of Judah they came to seek the Lord ; " Zach. vin., 
22, " Many people and strong nations shall come to seek the Lord of hosts in Jeru- 
salem." But when, on the contrary, Jehovah is approached, not for the purposes 
of ordinary worship, but with an anxious desire to obtain his help in some per- 
sonal (Gen. xxv., 22), or national (2 Chron. xxxiv., 21) danger, or to ascertain 
his will in respect to any contemplated enterprise (1 Kgs. xxn., 5), tJHT is in- 
variably used, for this directs attention to the inner condition of the mind or 
heart, rather than to the mere outward act. This distinction is very apparent in 
such a passage as Deut. iv., 29, " If from thence ye shall seek, QntJ'pD' the Lord 
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thy God, thou shalt find him, if thou search, Ijjjmn, f° r him with all thy heart 
and all thy soul." That the condition implied in OilE'DD was regarded as liter- 
ally as circumstances permitted after the people had been carried into captivity, 
we learn from Dan. ix., 3. The exiled prophet could not present himself before 
Jehovah in the temple, for it lay in ruins. But he who habitually prayed with 
his windows " open toward Jerusalem," would certainly not neglect to do so when 
on an occasion of supreme importance, he " set his face unto the Lord God, to 
seek, Cp^ 1 ?! prayer and supplications, in fasting, and sackcloth, and ashes." 
Here the preponderating reference in the word plainly is to the external, elabo- 
rately formal aspect of the seeking, while the burdened spirit of the suppliant is 
sufficiently indicated in the prayer itself. 

far more than J^p3, {JHT points to a real trouble or concern of the soul that 
exhibits itself in an active striving after the person or thing which is sought. 
Hence it becomes the most appropriate, as it certainly is the most frequent, term 
used to denote the soul's seeking after God. When used in connection with the 
law of the Lord, it points to a seeking for that which does not lie upon the sur- 
face, but which can only be attained by a deeper penetration into its spirit. " I 
have sought, *fijjm, thy precepts," Ps. cxix., 94 ; " Ezra prepared his heart to 
seek, ffiyij, the law of the Lord," Ezr. vn., 10, i. e., to study it so as to master 
its contents. Hence $*)Tfi, a study or commentary on an inspired writing, a 
search into its deeper sense. But when a mere outward, superficial knowledge 
of the law is spoken of, such as the people received from the priests, Mai. ii., 7, 
JW32 is the word used. 

In many, perhaps most, occurrences, these words may be rendered, as in fact 
they are, by seek, qvxBrere, Zmtuv ; yet in many places the inclination of the one to- 
ward the outward, formal act, and of the other toward the inner spiritual process, 
is quite manifest, even when it may not be possible to carry this distinction into 
a translation, as in Ps. cv., 4, -|»Ofi VJS ltPp3 Itffl fTliT ItJHI, where the 
AV. renders both verbs by seek, the Vulg. by quoerite, and the LXX. by ^r/Tr/aare. 



